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Socialization of Black *Children: A Critical Review of the Literature on
Parent-Child Relationships and Socialization 'Patterns within the Black Family

ABSTRACT

In order to provide a perspective for examining the basic assumptions

which underlie current research on parent-child relationships within the Black

family, this review examines some of the basic issuessociological, psycho-

logical, .and philosophical. --of childhood socialization and briefly discusses

some of the significant influences which impinge upon all children as they

grow and develop within their society, sub-culture, and family. A,Blackohtld-
.

family-society interaction model is dismissed as a useful tonceptua3.ization of

the socialization process.

Research of the 70's concerning the socialization of Black children that

also'touches on various aspects of the influences in the Black child's devel-

opment is examined: the child, the family, the sub-culture, and the larger

society in which Black children live. Research in general has tended to ig-

nore Black families, has concentrated on the Black poor, father-absent family

(whereas most Black families are two-parent and non-poor), has poor methodol-

ogy, has focused almost exclusively on the mother-child dyad, and has usually

been ethnocentric in its approach. The literature is discussed in terms of
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popular4assumptions that seem to be explicitly involved when hypotheses are

made concerning socialization patterns within Black families. These are

&c) (1) that Black children are different from white children, with the underlying

\40
corollary that Black children, once the deficits are eliminated, will become

Le)

just like white children; (2) that the Black family provides a homogeneous

environment for childrearing: there are no significant class or regional dif-
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ferences; (3) that the Black family is matriarchal; ,(4) that father absence

has a negative effect upon Black children; (5) that the childrearing practices

of Black parents are related to the academic achievement of Black children;

and (6) that the self-concepts of Black children are dependent upon.parental

stability and economic status. More prcenising approaches are also pointed

out and two recent research projects are described in acme detail. The paper

in conclusion 'suggests a model Which involves Black children and their fami-

lies, as well as the sooial science experts, which might be useful for policy

making and program planning. An extensive bibliography is included.
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INTRODUCTION

The development of the child is a complex phenomenon that has been

the focus of the attention of scientists and philosophers, as well as

parents, the world over. Developmental psychology and child psychology

have claimed the child for concentrated study and research. Within the

past decade or so this research has also begun to include consideration

of the family itself as a field of psychological study (Mandel., 1965).

With the contributions of psychiatry, sociology and anthropology, as well

as psychology and sociarwork, a substantial body of knowledge and infor-

mation has been accumulating which bears upon understanding the al-

izationtion and developmental processes of the child within the family. This

knowledge presumably leads to more effective child rearing practices in

a society that, as Zigler and Child (197) observe, seems to be extra-

ordiriarily concerned with the problem of how to raise children'so that

they will become, not just adequate or competent adults, but superior

members of their society.

A prime example of our natural concern with child rearing is the

policy-oriented research supported by government funds which developed

out of thel965T. Labor. Department publication, The Negro F=mily:

The Case for National Action, popularly known as the Moynihan Report.

Although subsequently widely repudiated by social scientists (Carper,

1966; Billingsley, 1970; Ryan, 1971), this narrowly conceived study

which seemed to show the "inadequacies" and "incompetencies" of Black

families and Black children used census statistics to establish the "fact"

that Black mothers socialize their children inappropriately rr..1 mal-
.

adaptively. In a political that advocated "doing something

about the problems,of the poor, with the family having been "identified"
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as "the source" of the problems of the poor, and with social science

pointing to the primacy of the parent in the socialization process;

then governmental pOlicy which sponsored and prooted programs designed

to intervene in the child r' ring p-lactices and education of certain groups

who are not in the mainstreaai of American culture became legitimate, sen-

,

sible, responsible, even politically atpActave, even though tWpolicy

itself was based on questionable research.

All of this, of course, is men known, and intervention programs,

as they were conceived in the days of the War on Poverty", following

the Hoynihan Report, were' generally ineffective, in solving the problems

of the poor (Pillisuk and Pillisuk, 1973). Now new parent-child programs

are being developed that are more sophisticated than the Head Start programs,

of the sixties. Are these programs better'? Are they based on findings of

reliabIe-social science research?,

When a society designates certain people as "experts" in child de-

velopment and these "experts" begin to make decisions about how children

shcuId be socialized and when these decisions begin to be implemented in

programs which, not only encourage, but actually teach parents the "correct

way" to rear their children (Gordon, 1969; Karnes, 1968; Badger, 1970),

then it is important that all the factors that are involved in the soci_91-

ization and developmental process 'be understood. We must understand not

only the basic nature of the developing child, but the nature and effects'

of the-socializing agents which influence his/her development and the

society in which he /she is to function. It is especially important that

the childhood socialization procpos be understood in all of its aspects,

including parts of the picture that are often overlooked, the role of the

society as interpreted through the subculture Of which the parent and

child are part.
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', It is the purpose of this paper first to exaMine some of the basic

issues - sociological, psycholoiical, and philosophical - of childhood

socialization, to discuss briefly some of the significant influences

whiccn impinge upon all children as they groW and developruithin their

society, sub-culture and family,, and then to point out And clarify basic

a.sumptions which underlie current research into parent-child relation-
,

ships within the Black-family. The theoretical conceptualizations which

undergird socialization research will be useful in developing some under=.

stp.nding of the socialization of Blacl children to the extentthat they

provide a framework for viewing empiric41 studies of Black parents a:

their children.

Recent research findings concerning the socialization of Black

children will 'be examined and discussed in terms of assumptions about

Black families that appear in the literature. The concern here. is with

tha appropriateness and adequacy of methodology, as well as with the

significance of the empirical findings.-

Theory.and 'Research Methodolm

In his critique of the family research methodologies summarized by

.offMan and Lippett, Handel (1§65) observed that "the entire presentation

of family research methods in psychology is cast explicitly- within the

cause - effect framework of parent influencing child" (p. 19). Environmentai

influences are seen as acting upon the child, principally as an-Uni

directional dyadic model of parent-child .interaction; that is, as parent

:shaping child.

The limMtions of this, conceptualization are most apparent ::hen .

applied to understandinz the dynamics of the forces involved in the social-

ization of .he mirrvi*. child where the sociogenic and psychogenetic

factors are especially complex. i:.inority children in American culture

7
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are products of both a separate subculture and of kaerican culture. They

are part.,41 culture within a culture and their genetic and cultural

inherite,nce is similar to, yet different from, that of the broade*society
4

.(Valentine, ,,1971). what theoretical conceptualizations help explain

socialization processes under conditions of marginality or ,

wherethere are contradictory or differentially significant influences ,

on'a child?

The Relationship or Socialization to Social Structure: The Influence.

of Environment-

A recurring question among sociologists is the issue Inkeles (1969)

describes as the "chicken and egg" problem. Does the nature of the

social order determine how children will be retired or do people who have

been socialized a certain way influence society accordingly? Aberle

suggests that socialization practices are .related to economic conditions.

The connection can be shown, he says, by studying variations in child

rearing practices according to economic practices, or iby studying cultures

that have .undergone changes in their modes orproduction and comparing the

-child rearing practices in the old culture and the new. Aberle believes

that the social order of a culture, including its economy, directly

affects socialization practices in that culture. He states explicitly

that "factors, not themselves the results of socialization, can be seen

to affect socialization practices and through them (as well as directly)

the personalities of constituent members of the society" (quoted in

Inkeles, 1969, p. 381). He states further that the socialization patterns

of a society are influenced to a great extent by the particular ecology

and technology of the culture, as u.ell as by its economy and political

organization. He suggests that it is important to study "the impact

not only of ecological and technological factors, but of economic and

tto
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political factors on units in which the bulk of child socialitation

occurs the family in almost all societies" (quoted in Inkeles,

1969,13. 383).

Inkeles suggests that sub4cultures within larger cultures are re-%

sponsive first to the particular economic or political realtiy of that

,sub- culture. 'The theory. has been supported-by sole research, such as

thejMiller and Swanson (1958) studies which focused upon subgroups with-

in the American working and middle .class. Using (father's occupation as

representative of the society's economic reality for the parent, child,

-rearing patterns of adults in "bureaucratic" and in 1ientrepreneuri,1"

types of employment were assessed. Thebureaucfatic parent was found to

be more rewarding of social slcills .end accommodative, getting-along-with-
,-

\j.
others type of responses.. She more entrepreneurial parents were less.

indulgent and valued self-reliance and initiative in their children's

behavior.

Kohn's (1974) research also investigated the relationship between

parental values and their status in the economic-social structure in

American society, tle assumption being that parental patterns of child

rearing will reflect their values, whiCh in turn are determined by the

person's social class membership. Ichri suggested that the requirements

'and demands of middle-class occupations demand a different hierarch; of

personal attributes than working class occupations. For example, middle-.

class occupations often deal with symbols and ideas. Leadership and

initiative, as well as skill in interpersonal relations, are necessary,

for job success. Working-Class occupations are more involved with-the

manipulations of things, tasks are routinized, supervised, and directed,

and advancement on the'job is often due to group effort, such as union

activity, rather than through individual co petition. Parents ",
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socialize children according to their basic ideas as to appropriate
.

edUlt behavior. When the development. of self direction is important .to

parents, children are encouraged to develop awareness, of and response

to their inner. sta tes." Vhen ability to fit into a group structure and

comply to tet rules and procedures is.impgrtant, then 'parents teach

children to respond to externaa,demands.

The differences in middle-class .and orking-class parbntal values,

Kohn suggests, are "probably a function of the entire ccliplex of differ-

ences in7life conditions characteristiC of the ...'sociAl Classes"

(Kohn, 1974, p. 285).

These differences, as Kohn points out, lead not so much to differ-:

ences in how parents shape behavier,(via punishment or via role modeling),

but determine what parents identify as appropriate 'behavior or ulidesir-

ca

ably misbehavior. Kohn fu rther suggests tilt these 'differences result.

in parents, having different views concerning responsibilities as'yarents.

-Parents socialize their children according to how thtir.life 'circu=stances

"socialized" them. Kohn does not account, however, for the ,fact that in

'many famiMes children are socialitied most by their mothers Mho, in

A-their childfs early years aAeast, have not usually been employed.

Parental Behavior: Mediating Influence Between Society and the Child

The line ofresearch which examines the connections, between social .

structure and p.rental values assumes the mediating agent to be the parent

who is ''consciously preparing his children for tho'demands society ,;ice

place on him" (Hess, 1970, P. 470). The family in which the child lives

interprets for him initially which of the conflicting messages ho rezeives

from the world around hlm "are important and worthy- of attention and

which are not."

These theories sunest a connecting link between the structure of a

10
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-so ciety (the roles and behavior patter" the society demands and reward's)

and parental ilkining of children to' fill these roles. Societal values

.

thpn are seen to influence parental socialization practices in that soclety.

Dissimilar experiences of persons in different sociq-economi(csirata within

the industrial political system would be expected to lead to different.

. , _ t'Ar

parental values and different patterns of child rearing. This broader

conceptualization acknowleAges the influence of the family structure which
.

refleas the larger society to which it belongs. The recognizes

4

the -influence of parental mediatkon wherein parents consciously al-;d um-

consciously socialize their children fold 1.

.Individual Behavior: The Child's Role in Social zation -

The sociological view of socializatioti as developed in the theories

of Parsons (1964), Inkeles (196.9)., and Spiro (1961), does not assume
. .

that early socialization in childhood necessarily must be compatible with a

societY's_actual adult role demands, particularly in times of rapid social

change.:\The role demands of the social sti-lacture are seen as operating

in response to a society's needs. PersonalAy'deVelopment, on the other

hand, also involves the individualls responsel,to'the demands of his own

basic drives. Society survives(through the,adaptation of the individual's

social behavibr to,meet his .&n needs and the needs of the society as well.'

'The interdependence of these two systems in this conceptualization is

described by LeVine (1970):

wjhatever its role demands) the social systim must allow individuals

sufficient satisfaction.of their'intrapsychic needs; and whatever

their press for tatiLfaEtioh, individuals must perform appropriately

in their social roles; when these' conditions are not met, change toward

a more stable situation must occur". (LeVioe, p. 509):

In order to understpd,thes.e developmenal sequences an nd the eviron- -

mentil socialization influences As presented above, one must also view the

child, as an active agent, constructing his pwn'identity, making his own
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choices, rather than simply reacting to p4rental demands. Clausen has

written

"An examination of the range of socialization inflUences -over time

can give some indication of the kinds of choices that are available,

the circumstances unde which they are made, and the ways in which the

individual raexlmizes his ability to fill the roles available to adult

members of his society" (Clausen, 1968, p: 176).

The cognitive developmentalists, such as Piaget and Kohlberg, who are con-

corned with: the enculturativi or socialization process, as well as the

cognitive, postulate universal sequences or stages of cognitive development,

,

which all children go through, as basically determining how children

acquire beliefs and ways of thinking comTon to their own culture. To the °

structural developmentalists, the study of enculturation becomes the

study'of interaction between cultural beliefs transmitted Co the child

through teAching and social experience, on the one hindi and universal,

0

stages of cognitive- development, on the other" (LeVine, p. 4

These approaches go beyond a cause-effect framework and bring the

0
child into the picture as' an actiVc agent, influenced by the, environment,

but also acting upon the entixonment, Here there may be *interactiori in

more than one direction,

To underitand the socialization of the Black child; then, involves

theories which posit'not only the effects of parent to child interactions

but also cohsider the forces of the. environment in a culture-falnily.,inter-

action model and the influence of the child in a parent-child interaction.

ractlel,

Child-Famil. -Society Interaction 2odel: Socialization of the Black Child

One might conceptualize this socialization. process through a model

which views the child as an active organism which develops as it interacts

with parents, who are interacting with the family, which interacts w tti

12
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a sub-culture, which influences and is influenced by the larger society.

The model in its simplist form may be pictorially represented as follows:

Child Family Blaek Dont:mutt'
"-sub-culturi--i-' culture

Rather than looking at, the Black child as inferior to an idealized

white child and one who must be brought up to certain standards, as many

social scientists tended to do in the past (Baratz and Baratz, 1970),

this conceptualization allows Black children to be viewed in the context

of their reality - living within Black families within a Black/white world.

The shift is from a medical-deficit model hat concentrates on curing what

is wrong with the child (intellectual defici for example) toward an

ecologic:11 model that recognizes an organism interacting actively and

purposely with its environment.

host Black children in the United States are soCialized into the value

systems of the Black community and into the value systems of the dominant

middle-class society as well, even 'when many values may be conflicting or

even incompatible. The successful Black persOn today is often one who

must function within the sub-culture of the Black community as well as

within the educational, business, industrial and social worlds of the

white middle-class (as, for example, within colleges and universities

or within the business corporate structure).

Willie (3,970) used the concept of the marginal man to explain the

phenomenon of the Black man/meman in a Black/white world. Drawing

the concepts of Parks and Stonequist, he described the marginal man

poised betmean two social worlds, participating in both,'but not totally

a part of either. The socialization of the Black child in this coneep-

tUalization cannot be considered separately from the particular and special

upon

as

environment in which he/she is developing, an environent,that not only

13
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includes the observable stresses of poverty or discrimination, but the

ambiguity and marginality of living in two worlds, the white 'world and

the Bla:'ck world.

Rodman (1971), has described the apparent. ambiguity of values and

attitudes seen in poor Black families in terds of the "lower class'value°

stretch". According to this theory-, lower class families share middle-

class ideology but, lacking the opportunity and resources to achieve

middle-class goals, they stretch their range of values to sanction, also)

behavior adaptive to their 'particular circumstances.

Valentine (1971), has employed a "bi-cultural model of Afro-American

behavior" to distinguish between 'cultural, values and the circumstantial or

Situational adaptations of Black families. Black children in this 'con-

ceptualization are "simultaneously'enculturated and socialized in two

different ways of life, a contemporary form of their traditional ...

(afro-American) lifeways and mainstream Euro-American culture" (p. 1k1) .

A more philosophical conceptualization has been expressed-in a duality

of reality framework. The African writer, Achebe (1959), has described this

duality phenomenon in his novels. The American writer, Richard Wrignt (1957),

acknowledged this duality within himself when he wrote, "I and my environ-
,

meat are ,one, buts that oneness has in it, at its very core, an abiding

schism ...'(for) being a Negro living in a white Western Christian'

society (means that there is a) contradiction of being both Western

and a man of color" (p. 78 - 79).

Dixon (1971) recognized the dual existence of the Black person in America

as the model, toward" which 31ack American children are socialized. Blacks

must functiondn 'two ,worlds, and the "identity confusion" of Black adilos-

cents, postulated by is not confusion but the teality of the two

14



different reference groups with which they simultaneously tientified

(Dixon, 1971; Staples, 1971).

Dixon further observed that both whites and Blacks actually function

in a Black-white world, that "each racial group embodies both Black and

white, cultures." Rather than viewing racialcidentities as "mutually

antagonistic," Dixon described the roles as "complementary" and conceived

the socialization process within a "diunital conceptual fregiework." This

theory acknowledges America as both Black and white, not just Black or

white, and the theory encompasses, not just the socialization of the

Black child, but the white child as well (Dixon, and Foster, 1971, P. 4-5).
1

These writers are recognizing the subcult-urality of Black'

and are accounting for the various influences on their lives which are

unique to their situation, living within and interacting with a dominant

host culture.. In this respect the environmental experiences of 31ack

families and otter third world American subcultures are'different from white

Americans. To understand the socialization of the child, Black or white,
0

social scientists must account for all phenomena. For the Black child this

;

not only means interaction betwien the Black child and his famil7, but

interaction involving the Black subculture (or Black community) and the

dominant American society as well. The model, pictured below (adapted

from Billingsley, 1968) accounts for all the interactive forces which

affect and are affected by the Black child.

American Society

Black Culture

Black F:onily

L4*
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:The foregoing formulations provide some basis for viewing the

literature relating to the socialization of Black children and it provides

a perspective for the study of parent-child relationships within the

Black family. This ecological model allows the exposure of research which .

has a pathological emphasis (the medical-deficit model) and it will tend

to reveal the ethnocentrissm or culture bias which may umiergird an ex-

periment or research project. It is from the perspective of this ecolog-

ical model that recent research will now be examined.

Research on Black families

Ve really know very little about ftt goes on within families, most

especially sub-cultural groups such as the Black American family. Socio-

logical/psychological research has tended to ignore the Black family.

horeover, when research projects on the. Black family were attempted, the

studies have generally been disappointing. In the first place this research

has concentrated on the Black poor. Although only 28 of Black fwiilies are

-
in the, poverty category', it is this group which is most frequently described

in the sociological literature (Peters; 1974). JUst as the whii:e middle-

class child his for years represented all white children in the child develop-

ment literature, the Black child in the poor Black family has been synony-

mous with all Black children.

This, concentration on the Black poor, however, has not even provided

adequate information about that group. for social science has been rmst con.:

cerned with describing how the poor, _uneducated, and unemployed Black minority

do not manage to compete successfully in the education or occupational

_the median income for Black families in 1973 was 7,273. 72% of Black
flmilies had incomes above the poverty level in 1973. (U.S. Census

Bureau, 1974)

1G
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world. There has been little investigation of the life styles of poor ram-
..

flies, their coping mechanisms, survival strategies, strengths which

have allowed them, for 303 years, to raise children under adverse conditions.

Emphasis on "cultural deprivation" has ignored the culture and helps to

,account for the paucity of hard data concerning Black families.

The Moynihan Report, referred to earlier, is perhaps the prototype of the

line of sociological/psychological studies on the Black family- which has

documented poverty. Such studies usually looked for correlations among such

variables as father absence, mother's lack of education, or parental unemploy-

ment, and the academic failures of their children. Ofteh these studies are

comparative - for example, Blacks compared to whites or father absent families

compared to father present families 7 -with the salient variable assumed to be

Black race or father absence. This variable, then, is hypothesized as

affe cting children negatively and many other kinds of variables.will be

correlated with the phenomenon, ranging from delinquency (Rosen, 1969) to

future marital success (Scamzoni, 1970).

Very few studies control for family sizelor ordinal position

or maternal employment (some do not control for sex of child), although

we know these variables relate to some of the child characteristics being

studied. Often socio-econoic variables may be inappropriately applied.

Sometimes race is confused with class, as When middle-class/lower-class

comparisons are confounded by white-Black differences (for example, see

Ward, 1972). Often social stratification measures suitable for white.

American families are applied to BlackAmerican families and

'Even when appropriate controls are applied, however, the carefully obtained

data may be interpreted pejoratively. For example, Schoggen and5choggen
(1971) in their study which matched Black and white, urban and rural, middle-
class and lower-class three-year-old children, nevertheless stated that
they collected the data in order to assess "the nature of psycho-social

deprivation" (p. 1).

17
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measurement instrument.s and value judgments appropriate for the dominant

culture are used to. rate or classify Black children and their families.

These studies project little about the parent-child relationships within

-ms s' Black fandly beyond the generali-aage of a Black matriarth who is

struggling to raise a large family in her cluttered, non-bodk-co4taining

home, against conditions of exhausting poverty. This approach not oaly

postulates questionable cause and effect relationships but it assumes that

the important independent variables, such as far .3y structure or academic

achievement, are dependent ores.

The. shotgun approach used in many studies which correlate SES variables

with whatever other variables are of immediate interest adds little to the

theory or knowledge about Black families. horeOver, the purpose of this

research which dither documems poverty or compar\es various .aspects of

poor Black faMilies with mainstream 7.;hite families has never bee. to study

Black family ;life within a viable sub-culture. The assimilationist

perspective of Frazier (1948) and y-rdal (1944) some dears ago assumed

that Black families shoUld assimilate into the mainstream of American

life. This assumption has made it legitimate to point out the inad-

equacies of Black families so that they could then become similar'to

(if not the same as) other Americans. It has been primarily creative

writers such as Wright (1945) or Ita.nsberry (1958) or certain anthropologists /

s ociologists) such as Lewis 19641 -Liebow( 1966) Abrahams 1970) Ladneri.,

.

.1971.\ who have been interested in the Black family as 'a fully-funct4onin-q

#stitution, where Black children are socialized into their culture. The

purpose of much social science research in the past has been "to ir:.orove"

the Black family.

An example of this is research which has centered. around Parent and

18
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Child Centers, such as Home Start. Hunt (1975) has described these projects

"an innovative attempt to intervene constructive ly in the educational

functioning of . families and neighborhoods of the poor" (p. 229). These

).
programs focus on the cognitive development of children and train parents

to alter their normal patterns of interaction with their children in order

to adopt verbal patterns generally employed by middle-clasi motheri of

academically competent children (Levenstein, 1969; Karnes, 1968; Badger

1970; Gordon, 1969)

In sum, a basic criticism of much of the Black family research is

its' ethnocentric bias. The coamon sense perspective of the typical

social scientist, who is usually white and/or middle-dlass, seems

to influen8e his/her sociological intuition and best hunches so that

the researcher freely and naively generalizes from a particular.ex

periment,4involving a small sample of Black people, in a particular

place, at a certain time to all other Black people (who in the scientist's

own personal, necessarily limited, experience seemed to" share one or more

general characteristics of the sample group). Thus some sociologists

write of "the" Black family, as if Black families" were an homogeneous

group; other, more sophisticated sociologists may make a distinction

between lower-class and middle-class Black families in the research

design and then treat these two groups as if they were monolithic.

(For detailed criticisms of social science bias in research on Black

families see Billingsley, 1973; Murray, 1973; Barats and Baratz, 1971.)

There are other problems,, too, ip studies involving Black families

where socio-economic distinctions are made. Recent research has questioned

the co-parability of SES categories across the racial groups (Grisby, 1971;
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Thorpe, 1972; Daniel, 1972). Researchers who have speculated about social

class differences among Black families have all decried the lack of ex-

"' perimental data (Frazier 1948; Billingsley, 1963; Staples, 1971; Willie,

1974a). A definitive study of social stratification in the Black comiun-

ity, however, has yet to be ronducted. Uhat are the significant social

class differences within Black Imilies? Are concepts of middle-class

or lower-class comparable across racial groups? These questions cannot

yet,be answered with assurance, but they must be considered. Grisby (1971)

contends that since American stratification theory is based onothe

'notion of white normative consensus," a process in which Black:A:uric:arm

have Snot participated, then standard social-class concepts cannot

legitimal:ely be applied to Blacks.

There is some evidence that the Black community does not assign

social class levels in ways equivalent to the standard social class

indices of measurement (Thorpe ;197?) and Blacks and whit,es have been

shown to differ in social class identification, In his comparative study
ti

Daniel (1972) found that Black men and white men are essentially sinilqr

in the criteria they use to define their own social class, but th$: Black

and white :working wives differ. However,. most social science research

involving Black families does not consider the social class issue at all.

It either casually assumes that all Black families are poor or that social

class distinctions can be applied similarly to Blacks and whites.1 Some

studies fail to make social class distinctions at all. These oversights .

can result in faulty interpretation of data.

In addition, assigning lower socio-economic status to Black families

rarely takes into consideration that many Black families are upwardly mobile.

lOne explanation of i.ioynihan's inability to understand the.dynaics of

lack poor families is that he assumed that Black poor and white poor

were basically alike (Will e, 1970).

20
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Investigations of the dynamics of parent-child interactions or of

the impact of unemployment or of fat'rber absence, for example, generally

Assume that these situations are Static and unchanging overteite. Walters
ns

and Stinnett (1971) observed in their decade review of research on parent-

child relationships that
qb,

"It is interesting thattheory upon 'which our research is based
concerning parent-child relationships frequently ignores changes
in roles among social classes and among ethnic groups over
periods of time. That parents have a differential impact among
various ethnic groups, and that this impact is different at various
stages of the family life cycle is not always carefully delineated"

(p. 101).

A study involving in-depth interviews with middle- and lower-class Black

families which focused on behaviors, attitudes, and relationships of far:lily

mezbers over time found that upward mobility of families was often accom-

panied by changes in the behavior and relationships of the husband and

wife, both within the' family and without (Yost, 1973). This line of

approach suggests the desirability of studying-a variety of Black f"I'1i.4S

in each social class level through the various stages of the family life

cycle. A random sample of the low-income families on AFDC; living in a

housing project, whose children attend Head Start may

tive of other low-income families and their children,

not be representa-

although the assump-

tion tends to be made, either implicitly or explicitly. These findings,

moreover, may not even be representative of their own 'life style at another

period in their life eycle'.1

Parent-Child Interaction. Research

N Perhaps the most promis1n3 studies of Black families have been
I.

vi.e..

1Kriesber6 (19y0) found that :.7emale head-of-family was often a temporary

status of m thers living in a low-income housing project, and their

children had Ayed in a two parent household at an earlier time.snd
. .

m,ny would be.livins in a two-parent household .at a later time in'

their lives. 21

40
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parent-child interaction studies. No-7ever, this research , although

innovative and sometimes-prodUctive of useful data, also often suffers

from the ethnocentric perspective discussed above. Wben the interactions

of middle-class Black (or white) parents and their children are observed

to differ frog the parent-child interactions in lower-class Black (or

white) families, the behaviors of the middle-class parent-child dyad are

viewed as the nom, especially when they correlate with the child's

academic achievement (Hess and Shipman, 1965; Kamii and Radin, 1967).

The differing behaviors of the lower-class or Black parent-child teim

are Often judged to be dysfunctional '(Levenstein, 1969; Karnes, 1968;

Gordon, 1969).

There are additional problems with the early parent-,child interaction

studies. In .the first place, parent-child is usually translated into

mother-child and the father - child relationship is typically viewed froof

the anomalous-father-absence perspective that is, father becomes

important because he is not there. Few investigators have explored the

dynamic's of the father -son relationships, much leSs the father-daughter

relationships within the Black family, even though the father is present

in 665 of all Black familiesl (U. S. Census Bureau, 1974). (A notable

exception here is Smith's (1972) investigation of the family roles of

Black lower-class fathers which found fathers to be active in child

rearing and in family activities).,
-

Research which examines parent-child interaction patterns within Black

in the procedur'es employed.families has certain methodological cakne

-g .t1
In many studies, the lo.i-inewa(and middle-in*come)-mother was asked to

k

1-. .line fairer is not absent in 72 of Black families with income of
$5,00047,000; he is not absent'in 845 of 31ac!: families 'with income

of $7;000 - $10,000. (L.B. Census Bureau, 1972)

22
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bring her child to an institution for the study. The parent-child

interaction dyads were then Observed in a laboratory setting. This can
Cr

present an unfamiliar and threatening situation to the lower-class mother,

so that the laboratory-ineuced behavior is not necessarily typical of

everyday behavior. There is some evidence of this. In a comparison of

the useTulness of information of parent-child interaction obte,ined in

an experimental "playroom situation and data obtained using other techniques

(such as naturalistic home observation, parent interview, and parental

24-hour diaries) Lytton (1974) found that the "experimentally obtained

playroom measure did not produce higher validity" (p. 61),. The structured

experiment-was found to be the least productive of reliable findings.

Lytton also suggested that young children, as well as their mothers, m.:ly

behave "atypically, being overawed by the strange surroundings," even

in what appears to the experimenter to be a non-threatening situation.

Not only may the observed pa:rent-child behavior in the laboratory setting

be distorted, but the parent interviev6 usually ,held at the same time to

obtain information concerning parental child-rearing practices and goals

may be misleading. We know that discrepancies often exist between parental

reports to strange interviewers concerning their child-rearing techniques

and the actual typical parental practices (Christie and Lindauer, 1963).

Intent and execution often differ., and parents may respond to questions

'concerning their behavior in terms of what they believe the interviewer
c,

Will approve.

There are still other problems in this approach., The consistency of

the relationship bgween parental ,attitudes and their behaviors, so often

assured in parent interview studies, has been found, when 'actually tested,

to be questionable. Plot only has parental recall be found to be somewhat
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unreliable - parents often painting a rosier picture than actually

existed (Yarrow, 1970 ) -;out parental reports of their attitudes

toward childrearing and family life obtained through parent interview

situate ors have been, found to differ significantly from their actual

behaviors in their interactions with ttr..ir children '(Zunich, 1971).

The parent-child model itself is constrictive, especially :when
/

applied to Black families. There are various patterns of interaction:
0

within low-income Black families- that the dyadic parent -,child model

cannot accomodate. Important relationships may then be negleFP.ed. or

,/ accorded les s attention and significance in the research design.

P

Bronfenbrenner (1973), in fact, has called. the theoretical parent-child,

dyadic model Pecologically invalid". Although much has been written

about the extended Black family (Rainwater, 1970; Ladnery. 1971;

Stack, 19I4a; Billingsley, 1968) little attention has beercpaid:to the

. sub-systems of grandmother-child dyadic interactions or even the grand-

mother-mother-child triadic interactions -within the Black family .

None of the above criticises of social sciende research involving

Black children and their families are new. When Black family studies

have been reviewed in the past, criticisms similar to these have been

ct ."

made (Darmofall, 1972; Vander Zanden, 1973; Lieberman, 1973; Barnes, 1972).

Staples (1971) in a review of Black family research published in one of

the decade review issues of the Journal offlarrias4e and the Farilv sullmar

ized the-studies up to the seventies as-beinglcharacterized by weak

biased and low samples, inadequate resea Ch instruments,

unjustified inferences.' from the data, pejorative assumptions, and use

of the white iaiddlerciass as thp n6rm. In addition the ioynihan Report

and its deficiencies were discussed bSr Staples in some detail (as have
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other critics: Ryan, 1971;, Carper, 1966; Rainwater And Yancey, 1967Y.

Although one might

shortboaings, mcst

of these probleLs.

expect-subsequent research to have avoided these

studies of Black families suffer froM one or more

To what extent are these criticisms appliCable to'
,

research developed in the first-half of the decade of the seventies?

This will be the locos of the remainder of this paper.

In order to counteract the atheoretical perspective of so much of the

research on Black families, the studies ofAhe seventies included here will

be examined in terms ofseveralbasic assumptions which seem, subtly or

overtly, to subsume much of the research involving Black children and

their parents

ASSUMPTIONS CONCERNING FARM-CHILD-RELATIONSHIPS AND SOCIAL-

IZATIM OF BLACK CHILDREN

4

Assumction 1: Black children are different front white children

'As we have shown, it is often assumed that Black children,are deficient

when compared to white children. Once the deficiencies are identified and

measured, it is believed, health, educational, and psychological programs

can be developed to eliminate the deficits so that Black children will become

just like white children. An example of this concept is seea in this

excerpt from Deutschts (1972) discussiOn in "The Disadvantaged Child and

the Learning Process."

"the lower-class child enters the school situation so poorly prepared

to produce what the school demands that initial failures are aliost

inevitable, and the school experience does nothing to counteract thd

invidious influences to which he is exposed in his slum and sometimes

segregated neighborhood ... There are various differpnces in the kinds

of ,socializing experiences
these children have had as contrastei with

the middle-class'child ..."

1::. "The relationship
between social background and school perform-

ance is not a simple one. 'Rather, evidence whicl-; is accumulating

0



points more and iliore to the influence of background variables on the

patterns of perceptual, language, and cognitive development of the

child and the subsequent diffusion- of the effects of such patterns

into all areas of the child's academic and psychological performance.

To understand these effects requires delineatirg underlying"

skills in uhich,these children are not sufficiently proficient."

,
"A ,related problem is that of defining what aspecEi atthe,back

groUnd are most influential in Producing whist kinds of deficits

in skills." (Ital. added; Deuts,ch, 1972, p. 477)

Deutsch clearly sees the logical "solution" to the-Black:child!is

"problem" as assimilation of Black, culture into white America; so

enceb are necessarily seen as deficits and therefore as undesirabl

In this ethnocentric thinking American culture includes only the

values of the white middle class, Rather than study the interaction of;

the child and his enfritonment as a viable whole within a theory which takes
.

into account all element's involved, the researcher selectivelly emphasizes

those parts of the situation which either fit or contrast his previously

.
concei'ved hypothedis.. Often: the concern is principally with the-,childls

ti

cognitive development, so that deficits are detelrmined.solely in terms oK

those behaviors defined as unacceptable by school teachers, test adinis

tratorsr emploYment counselors or college' admission 'officers . There is .

4

'little interest in what the child:can,do, what he is like, how he interacts-

.

in his environment at home or on the street with his friends. n fact, this,.

perspeCtive overlooks the fact that many Black children' possess remarkable tal:

enyds and cavetencies, also the result of the socialization practices- of .

Black Plrents. 'Ginsburg (1972) in summarizing this research of the sixties

wit;ch documented cognitive' deficiencies Of Black children in
his pr01.0,0i

,

ti:o beck, The ilyth of the Deprived Child, also emphasized the narrow focus

of this a..,proach.,

This search for.de;ieits aettally lessen` the possibility of finding sim

/'

411r4ics.. Ingeed, sevIral wallcontrolled comparltiye studies whicih ssumcd



racial differences as the independentsvariible ftave found that the factor-
.

of race alone is a poor predictor variable, For example, Baldwin and

Baldwin (1973) in'a report of their study of maternal-child behavior where

..

naturalistic obterva,tioni were made of mother-child interactions in
.

free-play situ*Lons stated that when educational levels were ,controlled,
w"

no differences were observed between Black mothers; and .white Mothers on

. .the quality oftheir interactionsroron the complexity of their irerbal-
- . _

izations, although'differenceTW other areas were found.
C

a

Similarly,'SChoggen and S choggen .(1971) founa-no behavioral pirent-
,

child interaction differences between the Black and white subjects based

on race alone when socio-economic status and other variables ware care-

fully controlled, This is snot to sugge &t, let me hasten to add, that.

well-Coritrolled.s udies of Black parent-child interaction cdmpared to

white, parent -childa interaction have found no differences. Bauthrind (1972),

for example, found that; authoritarian child-rearing practices of some

Black families socialized girls into independent and'self-assertive

behavior while authoritarteln child-rearing in white families led to depen-

.dent behavior in children. In at.64Y, of younger children:, (9-18'months
w..

ofd) and their 'interaction with their mothers, Clarke-Stewart (1973)

found differericas in the mother-child relations of the Black as compared.

to the white mothers. The focus ,in parent.Irchild interaction studies such

A'

as these is Principally oti'the interaction, rather than on comparisoncso

that behavioi.s are viewed within the ,context of the Child's environment.

This allows Baumrind to suggest that the authoritarian practices of

Black mothers- may lead to different, but valuable consequences in

Black child and that the authoritarian practices "may have as their

explicit objective to develop toughness and Self-sufficiency in Black

girls and t'nus be perceived by them, not as, rejecting but as nurturart
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care taking" (p. 266) . In the Clarke-Stewart research, differences in

children's develop:Wilt alas shown to be related to maternal responsive-

ness, stimulai:ions,'and appropriateness - areas in which Black mothers

differed from white mothers; The important distinction here is thatA-
these studies examine precursors of behavior with mother-child interactions

rather than attribute
.

behaviors to such factors as -racial identity or

economic status. In these studies a difference is not -defined as a deficit.

In much research, however, findings of differences between racial group3

cannot be adequately interpreted. When research involves comparison of

Blacks and whites, background factors are often not carefully controlled. 'When

results are reported, then, it is not clear if differences found are related

to racial identity or to econanic status or to life style differences, although

the findings are often discussed in terms of racial differences. An example

_ .

of this is seen.in.Wardls (1972) comparison study of the sex-role preference
ft

.

and parental amatation of middle-class white children and lower-class

Black children in the second grade. Ward concludes, "There appears to be

a dominant masculine influence in the development of sex-role preference

among Middle - class, white children and a dominant feminine influence in

parental imitation among lower-class black children" (p. 654).

Even. if one could legitimately generalize from 32 second-grade child-
.

ren attending the Campus School of the State University College in Brock-

port,. New York, to alrmiddle-class white and lower-class Black children,

as Ward did, this sweeping conclusion would still be unjustified; for it

is an inaccurate representation of the research findings. Ward reports

that "On the average, the black boys imitated the father 9 times ani the

mother 9 times" (p. 654). A more plausible interpretation of this (if

one were not looking for deviance) might be that the families of these

nine boys were egalitarian, indicating mother and father influenees.

Ward's interpretation is an example of an investigatorts attempt to fit
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data into preconceived conceptions about Black Children and their families.

- The Ward study is, in addition, an example of researchwhich uses an

instrument to measure the performance ,of Black childreh that has been

standardized On a non-comparable group. This widely practiced procedure

has been criticized by a number of social scientists (Barnes, 1972;

Williams, 1971; Bay Al:ea Association of Black Psychologists, 1972).

Psychometrists and test administrators are becoming aware of the limita-

.
tions of standardized tests when used on Black children, especially lower-

class Black children, as im this study, The use of the It Scale for

Children by Brown to measure sex-role preference of Toth the Black and white

children and interpreting the performance of each group similarly only

reveals the actual sex-role preference of the group for whom the test

was designed to be used. The performance of the Black children reveals;

not their male-female sex-role preference as determined within their Black

family and Black sub-culture, but only how these children's values can-

pare with the values white middle-class children have about =ale-female

sex-role performance within the white middle-class culture,

It is interesting to note in these comparative studies the consistent.

sequence of terminolc,gy in which the results are reported. In many studies

which focus on comparisons, the Black child will be compared to the white

child who represents the norm - even when the white subjects are not in

the majority, as when the subjects are distributed equally between the

two racial groups.

Entwisle (1972), for example, referred to Blacks as being "less

opposed=' to their mothers working outside the home. Gold and St. Ante

(1974).observed that the Black subjects gave "fewer" sterotypic responses

to questions about male/female sex roles. Stinnett et al (1973) found that

the Black subjects experienced POloser" parent-child relationships, that
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Black families were "more mother oriented, and that the parents of Black

children were'much less likely" to be at home. Drum and Cohen: (1973)

found Black children to be "much more disaffected" with politics. The

subtle ethnocentrism here is usually. unrecognized. Blacks are compared

.to an unarticulated norm and the responses of these subjects are discussed

principally in terms of their racial identities. Although the methodology

may be carefully controlled for such background variables as far ly income,

employment and education of parents, number of, children or place of residence, .

the discussion in these comparative studies tends to center on observed

racial differences;

when social scientists conceive research involving Black and white

children and their parents from a comparative perspective - that is, Black

Subjects compared to white subjects - with the focus on the lack (or

presence) of some difference, they fail to recognize the real significance

of their results.' Concentration upon the fact of difference seems to

obscure the more salient findings of the research. This results in dis-

cussionS Atid conclusions which attempt to explicate the observed differences

f,om an idealized goal rather than analyses and descriptions which attempt

t understand the dynamics of the observed ecological situation.
1 ,

tql-ken the findings of all of. these studies are examined in term's of

whether or not the data support the hypothesis that Black children are

diferent front white children, one gets the impression that Black

ren may be different from white children in some areas and perhaps similar

to

rtu

white children in other areas. The researcher does not, however, gain

h .nformation in these comparative-type studies concerning whlt Blck

chilldren are like, what their co:apetencies are under differing circunstanc8s,

or klat the: observed behaviors mean - although these data may have' been

obtained, If the researcher were to examine the data on Black chiliren

30
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outside of the callparative framework vis a vis, the white child, interes t-

ing information about Black children might begin to emerge. These

Black boys and Black girls, it might,be suggested, are being socialized

into patterns of relationships which appear to be egalitarian. Free of

the need to compare, the researcher might observe that the second grade

Black boys and girls were influenced by both mother and father (:lard, 1972);
,

Black adolescents expected mothers, as well as fathers, to be in the labor

force (Entwisle, 1972); Black elementary school girls saw males and

females as sharing sex roles (Gold and St. Ange, 1974); and Black high

school girls, like their male peers, expected to be employed after

marriage and children (Kuvlesky and Obordo, 1972). This kind of infoaa-

tion promotes the development of hypotheses which can be investigated

through future research.which can lead to further understanding of Black

children. Black ehildren are, of course, different froa white children.'

Research which focuses on comparing Black children with white children,

assuming white children to be the norm, however, adds little to understand-

ing the, socialization of Black children.

AssuMption 2: The Black family trovides anjiomogeneces environment for

child rearing: there are no significant class or regional differences.

While Black families in the United States have been accurately de-

scribed as sharing many similar characteristics and behMor patterns

(Billingsley, 1968; Valentine, 1968) - the consequences of a common

African/slavery heritage and the continuing necessity .tor adaptation to

varying degrees of oppressioh and racism - Black families ,are not monolithic.

They have much in common,' but they also have varied life styles, values

and attitudes (Willie, 1974a).

There ,is a strong and viable 31ack middle-class (Billingsley, 195B;

1974a) and there is a large and stable working class which does



-2a-

.not exhibit.patholoEy and disorganization (Hill, 1972; Scanzoni, 1971; Staples,

1974; Willie, 1973; 1974a), although neither has attracted such, scientific

attention.

In the pait most of the research on Black families.focosed on low-income,

multi-problem families (Moynifi-in, 1965; Rainwater, 1970) which Willie (1974a)

refers to as the under-class and Billingsley (1968) describes as the non-

working poor. These families, as discussed in the previous section, have

absorbed a highly disproportionate amount of social research interest. The

study of the non-poor working and middle-class Black families has been limit-

ed mostly to research which concentrated on comparing the differences'in

middle-class and lower-class patterns of parental socialization of children

or which foqUsed on described class differences in the husband-wife relation-
,

ships as revealed in an experimental situation (Kamii and Radin; 1967; Hess

and Shipman, 1965; Blood .and Wolfe, 1971; TenHouten, 19700,ack, 1971).

Otherwise, social scientists, before and after Moynihan, who were

interested in Black families, have primarily limited their studies to the

low income Black family and have then generalized to all Black families

(typically without apology or explanation). They have documented the

conditions of poverty and presented these findings as descriptive of the

family life of Black people .1

The rich variety and uniqqe adaptations of Black family life have

been best described in recent years, perhaps, by anthropologists such as,

Eliot l,iebow who in the sixties described the lifestyles of unskilled

low-income street corner men in Tallvls Corner or Ulf Hannerz whose

Souldide: Inauirias into Black Ghetto Life analyzed the everyday lives

1 1

Black low-inc x-e man and women or Virginia Young (1970) who recoded Black
..

C
family life among the residents of Georgiatown. Each of these researchers

described sub -group .
that is, they found a number of different ty;es of

3^2,
1For a critique 'of family sociology textbookst treltment of the Blacic

family see Peters (1974).
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es who shared certainimportant characteristics and value systems.

Valentine (1971), reporting preliminary findings of an on-going

ethnographic study of low-income families living in a:large northern

city, found evidence of at least fourteen different Black sub-groups whose

life styles differed. in a number of Significant ways. Valentine wrote,

"These cultures present distinctive grougidentities and behavior
patterns, including languages and dialects, aesthetic styles, bedic?
of folklore, religious beliefs and practicess political allegiances,
family structures, food and clothing preferences, and other contrasts
derived from specific national or regional origins and unioue ethno-

histori;:s" (p. 140).

These cultural systems are maintained through their child-family-cozzunity

patterns of interactions.1

What has recent child development research contributed to understanding

of the heterogeneity of the fanily environment of Black children and their

families? Although the bulk of research on Black children has been school-

oriented, concentrating on acadenic achievement, I,Q., or on languagse de-

velopment(Black English), there have also been studies on the socialization

of children within Black families. In the following section a group of

sociological /psychological studies, in which On attention was paid "to

parent -child interaction or child-rearing patterns within the study of

broader aspects of the Black family, will 'oe discussed. These studies des-
,

cribe the heterogeneity of the life styles and interpersonal relations within

Black fanalies and attest to the fallacy of assumptions about "the" 311ek

For convenience these studies have been grouped into three categories:

A, general descriptive studies of Slack families which include, but are

not limited to,, parent -child interactions; B, studies of relationships

within Black families which do not include parent-child intera-ctions but

.re relevant to child socialization; And C, studies of husband/wife

roles and relationships which included inquiry into parental attitudes

lEscalonal? (1973) detailed report of the first two years of two babi?s from
low income fbailies emphasi-A the totally different experiences tl:o
with similarincomes may provide.



TABLE I

Sociological/P.sychological Studies c Black Family Life - The Environszent

for Child-Rearing

A, General descriptive studies of Black families which includes, but are

not limited to parent-child interactions.

B. Studies of relationships within Black families which do not include

parent-child interactions, but are relevant to child socialization.

C. Studies of husband/wife roles and relationships which include in-

quiry into parental attitudes
,

on child-rearing behavior.

MEEK', URBAN amAL PARENT INVOLVED SES

A No.
Do.
So. S.W. 1.. Urban Rural Mo. Fa.

No. &
- L.C. W.C. M.C.

Scanzoni
Rainwater
Ladner
Schulz

Smith, F.
Young
Guillory'
Leopold
Holland

x

x

x
x
x

x

.

:

x
x

x
x

x

x
x
x

x
x

x
x

x
T

x

x
x
x

x

x
x
x
x
x
x

x x

.

.

P

Kronus

Babchnk &
Balles

Stack
Williams &

Stockton
Hays &
Mendel

Romakumar
Brodber &
Wagner

Spanier &
Fishel

x

X
.x

x
x x

.

x

x
x

x

x
x

x

.

x

.

x

x
.

,

lc ,

x

.

x

x

x
x

x

x

x x

.

C

Tenhouten
Lack
Smith, J . x

.

x
x

x
. x

x
x x

.
.

TOTALS 17 17

3 4



or child-rearing behavior. (See Table I).

Some of the studies in category A are reports of, sociological re-

search conducted in the sixties and are included as evidence of the kind

of data available to researchers. Four of these are quite well known

(Scanzoni, 101; Rainwater, 1970; Ladner, 1971; Schulz, 19690 the find-

ings having been available for quite some time. EVen.a. casual reading of

Seanzonils report of the parental values and attitudes of Black families

aboVe the poverty level in admidwestern city,, Rainwater's detailed descrip-
,

tion,of very poor Black families living in one of the worst sluts in the

country, Ladner's insightful, cCount of very low-income girls and Schulzes'

provocative descriptions of,,very low-incom
.

e boys groving up in that same

slum reveal the enormous differences in the social, physical, and emotional

environments

(1973) which

one by Young

of these urban faMilies. Two ethnographies, one by F. Smith

described the parental/discipline practices and beliefs and

(1970) which was concerned with Black familied living in

a small town in Georgia, provide descriptive summaries of child-rearing

practices in two very different rural communities.

Two investigations (Guillory, '1972; Leopold, 1969) focused on

"survival techpiques" and "daily methods of coping"-. he low income

multi-problem Black family. Guillory's research measured patterns of

mutual aid, persistence of rural values, decision:-Making, religiosity, as

well as attitudes toward work, child-rearing, and marriage of Black

families living in a large southern city. Leopold investigated the

"positive features" in the life styles and coping patterns,of'northern

inner city Black poor families through home observations and participant

observation. Both Guillory and Leopold reported great varlet§ in re-

sourcefulness and uniqUe patterns of family living and child-rearing

arrangem*s. In the final study in category A, the usefulness of the

"culture of poverty" thesis in underStanding Black family life styles is

. 3/
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Holland (1972) reported the results of data (collected in Austin,

Texas, in connection with an urban renewal project)- which was analyzed

in respect to the four aspect's of livingwhich, according to Oscar Lewis,

"the culture of poverty" influences. He found the individual traits

ascribed to the poor to be as characteristic of the non-poor as the poor.

Let us turn now to research which focuses on some aspect of Black

family life, other than parent-child relationships, but which nevertheless

provides some information as to the variety or similarity, of family life

styles within the Black subculture. :These are grouped together in cate-

gory B. Kronus (1970) studied Black middle-class and blue - collar males

and reported significant differencesin,the cultural style of life of these

two groups, although the family patterns and consumption, patterns Were

similar. This supports the theoretical social class conceptualization;

o

of Billingsley (1958) and Willie (1974a) concerning observed class die=

tinctionslwithimboth middle-class and loer-class Black .families.

At the same tine recent researckreporte'd by BabchUk and Ballweg,

(1972) indicated that there are important similarities in the structure

'of Black families which cut across lower-class, working-class and

classifications. This study examined the primary relations

(including family and friends) of couples from each social class ipaok-'

ground and found no' ignificant differences in the primary relations with

kin and friends between the three social classes. Stack (1974a; 1974b)
\

in her investigations of kin networks in a Black community found strong
\

patterns of kin and friend mutual interactions and support among second

generation Black families receiv ing welfare. This social,unit of cooper,-

ation was seen as a survival strategy among the poor Black women which

provided an expanded domestic network intimately involved in she social-

313



-32-

ization of children and Maintenance of family life.

Two additional studie's which examined structure and extended kin

relationships of Black families both appeared in the February,1973 issue

of the Journal of Marriage and the Family. Williams and Stockton examined

the structural variations .of the nuclear and extended families found among

321 Black households in one neighborhood of a large city in the southwest.

'Eight different family-Child arrangements were observed out of 18 differ --

ent household types iwhich were located in that comMUnity. Hays and Mendel

studied extended kinship relations in Black and white families, about 2/3

of whom were lower-class. Kinship and kin interactions were found to be

more important to the Black families studied and the .extended kin network

played an important role in the socialization of Black children.

Not all stirs contribute useful information concerning the familial

environment of Black children,, however, although the topic of research

may look romising. The pervasive' Moynihan myth of the Black matAaIrchy

has inspired a number, of interesting research efforts -some by social

scientists who doubt the matriarchy myth, some by researchers who assume,

as in the three studies that follow) that the myth is true.

Romakumar's (1971) discussion of Black households assumed homogen-

izing effects of `poverty on Black families to document illegitimacy,

father absence, and'unemployment. An investigation by Drodber and Wag -
,

ner (1970) claimed to use anthropological techniques to study the "social

structure of Black families living on welfare in the 'central' area

of a large West Coast city ... in order to present a dynamic view of the

r. socializing unit in action" (p. 168). In .actuality, the authors made

value judgments concerning various aspects .of the lives of the families

studied and found each to be wanting. A study (Snanie'r and Fis'pel, 1973)

3'7
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which examined the influence living in a housing project has on parental

childrearing,, discussed mostly What parents could not do, and like the

Srodber and Wagner study, implied without descriptive evidence that all'

of the families faced similar inconveniences and problems which they were

helpless to resolve satisfactorily.

Not all researchers looked for naladaptive behaviors. A smalli

but important, group of studies examined the husband/wife interactions

within the Black family in order to assess the family power relationships.

Grouped here into category C, these initigations incidentally shed some

light on the child-rearing attitudes of Black parents and are thus of

interest to us. The, question we ask of these studies are the parental

attitudes thus revealed simil.r9 Do. Black parents have similar ailtitudes

toward child-rearing in low-income or Middle-income, urban or rural families'?

Two studies of husband/wife relationships (TenHouten, 1910; ack,

1971) have become classics in the field'of the Black family, ,if judged .

by the frequency they have appeared in print in the past two or three

years, either quoted in articles on the .Black family or reprinted in

family sociology readers. This research examined the power relationships

within Black ,families. TenHouten interviewed 145 nuclear neck famalies

(also. 138 white families) with children in order)to''Study family role

structure and th'e perfornance of family roles. . As part of ,the assessment,

husband and.wife were asked to indicate agreement/disagreement iiith the

statement "Raising a child is more a nother1s job than a father1s". Lower

SES Black husband and wife (as well as lower SES white husband and wife)

tended to agree with this statement. However, higher SES spouses (both

Black and white) tended to disagree. The TenHouten study also asked the

children of his subjects to indicate whether mothei, father, both parents,

or ,neither parent made most of the rules for the family. -TenHouten found.
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that when it comes-to parental control "about 3/4 of the familie:i are

egalitarian, so that neither the father nor the mother exerts a dispro-

portionate amount of control over the child's activities ... Among Blacks

there are virtually no effects for the SES variables"' (p. 166). Parental -

socialization and educational goals were also ascertained by questioning .

children concerning their perceptioni of parental attitudes and abilities.

Black mothers and Black fathers were both seen as providing considerable

instrumental help, suggesting of'course, an egalitarian relationship.

This study found lower-class and middle-class Black.fathers to b -"suppoit-

ive and instrumental in contributing to their'childrents educational

achievement" and it found both lower-class and middle-class mothers also

to be supportive and instrumental,(more so than their white counterparts,

in fact). Th4 difference between middle-class Black families and-lowr-

class Black families was found to be more a matter of degree than kind.

Bladk mothers were more powerful in, the lower-class group (although Black

fathers were not seen as powerless) and Black mothers and fathers were

e4ually powerful in the higher SES group.

The Kack (1971) research similarly focused on the husband/wife power

relationships in Ruck and white, middle-class and lower-class families.

In this study 80 married couples, matched as to race and social clas'i,

were asked who they felt was more powerful in their marriage and then

were obseryed resolving differences of opinion in ez number of situations.

1:orking-clast husbands were found to dominate resolution pf differences

of opinion on the questionnaire, while middle-elas6 husbands ware more

powerful in a bargaining task. Although Black middle-class hus 6 were

found to h3ve the least to say in a discussion with their wives abdut child-

rearillg in general, social class differences were found' to far outweiah

those of race.

3 t1
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A third s;tudy'(5mith, 1972) which investigltsd the husband/father

role in lower -class urban Black families also did not support the matri-

archy myth.. In this study the low-income fathers were found to be actively

fulfilling their own and their wives expectations as fathersjand husbands) -

expectations and performances which were Compatible with the values of the

.lower-class Black community.

These husband/wife, male/femaleyole studies all reflect the com-

plexities'in mother /father /child interactions within the Black family.

Table I slimmerizes the studies discussed under A asumption-2: the Bladk.

family provides a.honogeneous environment for child-Tearing. Notintendbd

to be exhaustive of the entire sociological/psychological literiture on

the Black family, these twenty studies reflect the emphasis of most

research on Black families,

The bulk of the investigations have involved urban, low income

families. However, families have also been studied that are rural, south-t,

ern, onc.1-parent and two-parent, working-class or middle-class. The findings

of these studies point to the variety of environments affecting Black

families, whether urban or yuraly-whether north or south, and whether nuclear,

extended, or attenuated. These studies, although devoted prinarily to.

poor Black families, provide evidence of the variety of styles of living

and the'great diversity in types of parent-child interaction, behaVior

patterns that ,cannot be conceptualized in the libiqitous term, "cycle of

poverty".

All of this suggests that unidimensional concepts of modal patterns

of childrearing'or personality development within the Black culture are of

limited usefulness (if useful at all),in understanding the. dynamics of

interaction, even within a circumscribed Black caxnunity that shares similar

environmental circumstances. Many of these studies attest to the =ten.-

4 0
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ability of the hypothesis postulating an homogeneous environment for

childrearing within Black families, even for families sharing the sue;;

economic bracket or geographic area. They,do suggest, however) the use-

fulness of an cological Model in studying Black families.

0 Assumption 3: The Black family is matriarchal

This assumption is actually a corollary to the'astumption concern-

ing the universally poor environments of Black children which has been

discussed above. However, the pervasiveness of this assumption and its
71'

t .

1.2

'

. potential influence on how r9search into parent-child relationships as J.,

conceived dictates further examination of the'issue.

We knowlof course, that female- headed families, where no male

present, are by -definition matrifocal. However, according to the U. S,

Census reau (1974) both husband and wife are present in two-thirds of

all Black families. In Black 'families below the poverty level, almost

twoAhirds (64%) are headed by females.. If father-absence is found mostly

in low-incothe fAmilies, then, loW7Income families may be natrifocal. In

the sociological/psychological literature about the Black family, however,

the concept of matrifocality is usually called matriarchy' and seems to

--!.00te interpreted to mean female dominance. Thies term seems to refer, in-
`.-

.

discriminately, to on? or both of two different situapsions: (1) household

dOrn si-N et n
composition, that is: absence of fe;ther, and/or (2) maternal austharity,

which is the assumed power of the wife/mother within the family. Weisman

(1973) has added parental employment, ref1rring to the 'economic role of

the woman, as a third factor often incorporated within the concept of

matriirchy. Because the Black wife /mother is more likely to be in the

labor force (in contrast to the traditional white housewife who is expected

to be at home) the Black family with a working mife mayftliarp,Sore be class-

1

ft.*

41
Matriarchy is defined as "1. a society in which linete is established.
through the female'line, 2. any social, unit under the rule of a woman"

(Chaplin, 1968).
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ified by the researcher as matriarchal.

hoynihan (1965) used the term, matriarchy, to referto the matri'

focal
1

families he studied. This is perhaps the beginning of the con
,

fusion. If Black families were matriarchal as Moynihan (1965) and Frazier

(1948)(whose research and writings helped to for Moynihan's basic con

ceptualizations) claimed, then one wouldexpectto find matriarchy to be

characteristic of Black families cross-:lenerationally. This has- not been

found to be true (Heiss, 1972; Kriesberg, 1970).

Nor has research which has examined Black matriarchy in the maternal

dominance sense of the term found support for the myth, as we have seen

(TenHouten, 1970; Mack, 1971; Smith, J., 1972). Yancey (1972) has summar

ized this earlier research quite succinctly. He writes that the research of

"Middleton and Putney (1960) found no differences in family values

between blacks and whites. .Significantly their data were collected

in the South during the late9 1950's, where one might expect a cul
tural tradition stemming from slavery and reinforced by Jin Crow

to be present. Blood `and Wolfe (1960) report do.ta which suggest

that white families were slightly patriarchal, while Negro families

were egalitarian, rather than matriarchal. Hyman and Reed (1969)

re ort results from national samples indicating that there is little
dii,erence between: licks and whites in the matrifocal character of

rani structures. Schulz (1969) also questions the matriarchal

image o Negro families. Based on an ethnographic study of ten
Negro families, some of which were 'headed' by females, Schulz

points out that net who are not 'official' father or husband per
form family tasks aria toles'of father and husband" (p. 894-895).

Natrifocality, Yancey suggests, is a matter of specific role or struc

tural position, rather than a cultural traditiOn within Black families.

These investigations, together with those reviewed in the preceeding

sections (Baumrind, 1972; Ward, 1972; Fntwisle, 1972; Kuvlesky and 0bordo,

1972) suggest that Black families, regardless of SES, tend to be egalitar
,

1
kntrifocala term first used by Smith (1956) means literally'"mother

focused". Tanner (1974) defines the term as referring to "(1) kinshin

systems in which (aY the role of the mother is structurally, culturally,

and affectively central, and (b) this multidimensional centrality is
legitimate; and (2) the societies in which these features coexist, where
(a) the relationship between the sexes io relatively egalitarian and (b)

both women and men are important actors in the'economic and ritual

spheres." (p. 131).
4 2
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ian, not matriarehll. :Nevertheless, studies assuming matriarchal Black

family persist.,A recent study by Weis= (1973) is an example. Entitled,

"An.Analysis of FemaleDominance in Urban Black Families", the research

assumed this maternal dominance in Vne families anterviewed, and subsequent-

/

ly found results "contrary to expectations ". Female dominance was found

to occur principally (and obviously) in the minority ,.)1. families where the

father /husband was absent. Eoreover, even then no significant "negative'

consequences" of female dominance on the behavior or attitudes of family

members were found.

Similarly, in a recent study Geerkin and Gove (1974) found no support

for their hypothesis that Black families are more matrifocal than white

families.

If the mother were dominant in the Black family, (or in Black poor

fa:ailies), one would expect children to be socialized into this role. Two

studies which investigated the marriage role expectations of Black teen-

agers provide some information concerning'the socialization of Black youths

within their families. Rommells Study- (1971) investigated the conceptions

college and high schopl unmarried males attending Black schools in the South

had concerning the male familial role. Using choice or non-choice of mnle-

female role activities to classify male parental role conceptions as typical,

low-typical, or atypical, it was found that the Majority of these respon-

dents had low-typical conceptions of the male familial role, and that the'

strongest influence on his male role conception was the respondent's

fAther's familial role. Since the low-typical category referred to

assignment of the tradit;Lonally male familial role responsibilities to

both fathers and mothers, it appears that in this sample the majority of

the respondents and their fathers are egalitarian in their view of .male/

fem,1:1 familial roles.

4 3
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Similarly when Rooks and King (1973) administered the Marriage Role

Expectation Inventory and a questionnaire to 12th grade Black boyS and

girls to ascertain their marriage role expectations, they found that both

lower-class and middle-class adolescents in their sample expected egal-"

itarian marriage roles. Apparently, neither lower-class Black youth nbr

middle-class Black youth in these studies were being socialized into preT-

ferring matriarchial family structure.

A recent study (Peters, D., 1975) of Black and white men and women

attending a northern college found that the large majority of Black college

youth (both male and female) are egalitarian in' their attitudei.tc44ard

male/female family roles.

All of this supports the'observation that there is not a cultural tra-

dition of matriarchy, of maternal dominance within the Black' family. How

then are Black females socialized? Vhat are the familial influences with=-

in the Black family? What are the ideal values and roles toward which

Black females are socialized, if not into a matriarchy?'

A search of the literature in this area reveals its inadequacies.

The concentration of research on low-income families who are concerned

first of all with coping with poverty has resulted in narrow research with-

in a limited perspective (for example, Eigstil 1973; Jones;1973).

The matriarchal myth however is easily invoked to explain the behavior

of Black females. For example, two studies investigated the fear of

success .syndrome among young Black women. Both studies (Weston and

ednick, 1970; Puryear and Hedrick, 1974) found that the Black college

women in their samples were less fearful of success than white college

women. This finding was consistent across social class lines and was

interpreted as supporting female dominance theories. A more acceptable

44
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explanation, however, following the research discussed here, is that

Black females are egalitarian in work role orientation.

The pervasiveness of the matriarchal myth has a selective effect

upon choice of alternative explanations of research data. Behaviors

different from the traditional male authoritarian role, when ob1erved in

the Black family, are quickly defined as maternal dominance. The possibil-

ity of egalitarian sex roles or a different sex role value system for males

and females within Black families not postulated within a dominant /sib -

missive, either/or dichotomy is rarely considered. Dichotomization into

patriarchal/matriarchal or traditional/non-traditional, masculine/feminine

categories (as for example, in Blood an'difolfe, 1971) precludes adequate

conceptualization of equalitarian or egalitarian role behavior.

Evidence from many sources, as indicated here, point to egalitarian

husband/wife relationships and egalitarian sex roles in many Black families,

whether lower class, working-class, or middle-class. Not only are these

findings rarely emphasized, but research has provided few answers to

such questions as how these relationships are maintained. Nor do we

understand how children are socialized in Black families into egalitarian

ideology when many influences in the dominant culture project a tradition-

al, patriarchal ideology..

in sum, assumptions
concerning the matriarchy of the Black family,

though not supported by the literature, serve to limit the productivity

of research into socialization practices and patterns of interaction with-

in the Black family in two ways: (1) the matriarchy issue has become a

red flag, attracting a disproportionate amount of research devoted to

proving or disproving maternal dominance theories, rather than advancing

knowledge concerning male/female roles within Black families; and (2) the

matriarchy myth, implicit in some "research design, forces'interpretition



of data within a framework which-assumes maternal dominance, thui limit-

ins the usefulness of the research findings,

Assumption 4: Father absence has a negative effect unon Black children

As in the case of the matriarchy myth, the literature On father ab-

,

sence in the Black family reflectS:the way culture and popular beliefs

can influence theoiies and hypotheses. In the first place, most people

View father absence negatively. Secondly, it is commonly assumed that

the father is absent in most Black families and that this helps to account

for differences in behavior and development of Black children ( %:oymihan,

1965). If it is basic knowledge that father absence is harmful to a

child's development, then it becomes the job of social research to inves-

tigate hcoa it is harmful, not if it is harmful.

In a recent review of studies of the personality delielopment of

father-absent boys, Biller (1971),one of the most prolific researchers

into the effects of father absence, concluded that studies seem to show

4

that the :other -son relationship has an influence on the personality

development of the father-absent child and that the "mother-son relation-

ship can have either a\positive or a negative effect on the father-absent

boy's sex-role and personality development" (p. 313). The use of the

terms, "positive" and "negative", implies an assumed, though unspecified,

standard. Biiler is evaluating the personality of father-absent boys

in terms, of how closely a father-absent boy's personality is similar to the

personality of a father-present boy, BUilding on the belief that `father

absence is harmful, two assumptions are made: (1) the norm for the person-

ality of middle-class boys from two-parent, families is the ideal for all

boys, and (2) the norm for the personality of boys from a father-absent

family should be the same as for the boy whose father is present.
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Socialization theory that accommodates differences in environment

would postulate that growing up in atwo-parent family would provide an

environment different from that of a one-parent household and would in-

fluence children in differing ways. The unarticulated expectation in

Biller's research, however, is that a child in a one parent family should

be 'simil'ar to a child in A two -parent family. , There is an implicit

assumption that traditional middle-class personality characteristics on

. .

a masculinity-femininity continuum represents consistent monolithic

cultural ideal personality traits for all males and females. Deviations

for the cultural sterotypes would be devalued (for example, males with

artistic temperaments or aggressive females) . In this perspective "non-

-rie.squline traits" in boys (according to white sex norms) are interpreted

as "negative" effect of father absence.

A second problea is causedby the association of father absence, not

with mother presence (matrifocality), but with maternal dorm acne (r.latri-

archy). This too, as we have seen, is popularly believed to be "bad"

for children, an assumption which similarly. contaminates research propo-

sitions. Summarizing some of the father-absence research, Biller (1971)

writes, "There is considerable evidence that the boy's masculine develop-

ment is impeded in the maternally dominated, father present hone." ,Then

the author adds, "A striking example of maternal domination occurs in

matriarchal families which are very common in lower-socio-economic neigh-qN

borhoods" (p. 227). Is Biller referring to the father-absent low-income

families in pOor ghettoes or does this statement refer to the maternally

dominated father-present home mentioned in the first question? Biller's

research confuses situational maternal dominance due to father absdnce with

functional maternal dozlinamce in a husband-wife relationship.
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Still a third problem in assessing the influence' of father absence

on Black children as revealed in social/psychological studiei is th2t

the research on father absence has focused almost exclusively on the lower-
,

Class Black family (Biller, 1971; King 1945; Kreisberg, 1970) with the

concern typically limited to the male child (Biller, 1968; 1971),. Yet

Heiss (1972) found that it was the middle-class child, not the lower-class

child who was more adversely affected by father absence. The loss of father

,had a greater impact on the functioning of the middle-class family than

of the lower-class family.

,Moreover, it may note be correct to assume that the absent father is

permanently absent or that a child whose father deserts 'will grow up in

a fatherless home. 'Kreisberg (1970) found father-absence often'to be a

.tempora'ry status in a lower-class child's life, the period of time be

mother's "husbands". In addition, as seen in the families described by

Schulz (1969) and,Liebow (1966), Black lower-class boys living in a father-

absent home often remain in some contact with theiereal'father.

'Finally,"it is difficult to determine the influence of father absence

in the husbandless Black family from research as reported in the literature

because of the frequent confounding of racial identity (Harnagel,,1970),

social class and sex influences (Biller,,l971;.Kirz, 1945).

With these caveats, let us look at father absence research speciqc-

ally.in terms of the areas of popular concern: effect on academie achieve-.

rent, on children's aggression, and on the socialization of the Slack ,child

into appropriate sec, role' behavior.

Father absence and academic achievement

,
i,ost people, regardless or the circumstances, assume that brol:en, homes

with no father present eze potential, if not 'actual sources of social,

emotional, or academic maladjustment. How accurate are these claims?
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Is father absence especially damaging to Black children? Considerable

attention has been directed to the connection between father absence, and

poor academic achieveaent, Because one-parent fmnilies are more likely

to have a low income and, to be Black (Moynihan, 1965) and, because poor

'Black children's academic achievement is indeed:lower than the average

white child's (Deutsch, 1972); it has apparently seemed logical to assume

that fath6rlessness lessened school achievement and aspirations. Kopf

(1970), however, found few differences iry. comparison of 81-,h grade father-

absent/father present boys and concluded that many father absent boys

suffer tno ill effects. Nasserman (1972) reported that for the Black boys

between ages 10 - 16 in his sample the presence or absence of father

failed to discriminate between boys who do better and boys who do poorly

in, school. Nor has the assumption concerning lower aspirations of child-.

ren in Black -families been supported by research. Kandel (1971), for

example, found that Black mothers and their children have high educational

aspirations whether the father was absent from the home or-not,.and

Kriesberg (1970) found that husbandless mothers Mlo were employed were

the most ambitious for -their children.

Father absence and asmression

Yather-absent children are also popularly thought to lack self -dis-

cipline, to be more aggressive. Here again the literature has not support-

edcommon beliefs. Two recent studies of the expression of aggression

in young Black children supported the, findings of the classic Lynn and

Sawrey (1959) research on the children of Uorwegien sailors, which found

father absent boys (but not girls) to be less aggressive than lathe:

present boys. One study (Keller and Murray, 1973) found no difference

between father-absent and father-present BlaCk preschool boys., Abreson

(1973) found that aggressiveness was' related to having an older male
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sibling or another adult in the household, not the, presence or `absence

of a father. Similarly, in a Oudy (Rosen, 1969) of Black male delin-.

quency and father-absence, the presence or absence of a father was rod

found to be related to delinquent behavior. This study did indicate,

interestingly, that in households where the father. is absent, the
tre

delin-;.

quent male i3 less likely to engage in violent behavior if thereis a

Tip

"strong" female present 'and that.the Oldest male' child is less likely

than his younger siblings to become delinquent. This clearly indicates

that other influences, such as competence of mother or child's role An

. the family must be considered along with father-absence when assessing

.

the effects of the absent father.

Father absence and the male role

Perhaps the most compelling theme in father absence 'research is

concerned with masculine identification in young boys.

Are Black males socialized inadequtely 'in father-absent Black

families? Two recent studies investigated masculinity in Black boys.

Bardaines (1972) found that Black father-absent boys and Black father-

present boys both fell in the masculine eneof the continuum on the Brown

It Scale. Aldous (1972) found that both father-absent and father-present

boys were knowledgeAae about traditional adult family role assignments.

Are Black males who grew\up in father-abs.41t ho es less likely to
..09*

maintain a stable marriage,themselves? Weisman (1.973) found, as did

Heiss (1974' and Kriesberg (1970) that marital instability is not liecess-
.

arily:transmitted cross-generationally. Growing up in a home without the

presence of a father does not make a son or'daughter more vulnerable to

marital interruption in his/her 'own marriage. Eeiss concluded, the trans-

mission of instability ideal is not the key to the high rates of marital

insta'Ality among blacks" (p. 90). Eurley (1972) suggests that the lack

)0
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of difference in the influence of father absence or father presence in

Black working class males is due to "society in general and peer groups

in particular" which may compensate for father absence, thus'counteracting

any deleterious effects. A different explanation is offerred by Walters and

Stinnett (1971) who point out in a summary of research in parent-child rela-

'tionships, that the,evidence does not seem to support the explanation of

masculine identification in male youth

"terms of father-son relationship. Identification with the male
role is mot just the result of a child's interaction with his
father, but is very importantly related to the manner in which
his mother relates to the child and to her husband. Also, sib-'
lings and other male figures play:important roles in influencing
themasculine identification of. male children." (p. 102).

It is questionable, too, if the self-concept of a child suffers

because of living in a broken home. licAdOo (1970) in a study of the self-

concept of Black Preschool children, found no significant differences in

'the self-concept of children from father-absent comparedto children of

father-present homes. Kziesberg's (1970) report of father-absent families

in Syracuse, New York, did not find more deviancy or pathology among the

\children in the low-income Black families he studied.

All of this suggests that in :the minority of families ;;here the father

is absent, hypotheses based on assumptions as to the negative influence

of father absence' may be misleading. The simple assumption that "father

absence harmful" reveals little information concerning the dynathics

within single parent households withih Black lower -class or middle-class

families. \\

As the Heiss (1972) research indicates (as well as the studies of

Kriesberg, 1970; 4ebow, 1966; Rosen, 1969; Kandel, 1971; Abramson, 1973;

Hurley, 1972), there are many factors w:lich influence the development of

a child inn the father-absent home. Questions as to the sex of the child,

the of the child at the time of the lose of the father, the accessi-

bility and contacts the child maintains with the father, father eurrozate,

51
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or other important male figures (peers, siblings), the financial status

or the family, the mother's education, and the child-mother reiatiofiships

are seen to be the important influences in the father-Oserit home. How--

0

ever, society's general disapproval of the sferotypic conception of maternal--

dominance seems to unduly influence research on father - absent families,

although the pervasive influence of poierty and its impaCt on the family

may be the most important influence on the life styles of a father-absent

family. From this perspective, the loss of income. due to father absence

does indeed have a negative effect upon poor Black families. ether

"negative effects are seen to be a matter of definition.

Assumption 5: The child-rearing practices of Black Parents are related to

the academic achievement of Black children

Much of the research on Black children has developed out of concerns

of educators and, others regarding (1) observed differences in I.Q. and

academic achievements of Blacic and white children and (2) reports suggest-
,

ingschools tiak'e very little impact on theI.Q. Or achievement of children

when home background factors are controlled.

As the Cole.. an Report showed, Socio- economic variables, such. as income,

educations and occttpation are interrelated and they correlate' positively

with academic achfevement and I.Q. (Coleman, et al, 1966). Demonstration

of the relationships between SES and cognitive ability does not,, however,,

explain what happens in one child's experience that. results in his superior

(or inferior) performance on academic tasks. As gloom (1964) concluded;

"it is what parents do in the home rather thal their status charabteristics

which _.tre powerful determiners in the home envirorimetit' ..." (pp..124-125).

/Shpman 1/0) similarly observed that it is important to make "the dis-

5 2
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t4n tiontetween That parents are (e.g. ethnic membership. occupational-

,

,
ducational level) and what they do (e.g. styles of interaction withthe:

child, aspirations communicated to him)" (p. 58).

A. n',UMbir.1 researchers, therefore, have turned their attention' to

I

the dynamics oflparent-child interaction as it affects the child's eogni-
\

tive development. Tie focus is not so much on idOhtifying differences ,

(or similarities) between parents as'on identifying the behavior pattecns

of individu33. parent.--:childelationships. For example, a naturalistic

observation study of children of different socid=economic background tocus-
.

ed oh the mother's role as it influences a child's experience.withia the
/ -

heme environment (White alict Watts, 1973). This research has begun to

Unwrap the packaged variables",, to use Whiting's terminology; that is? the

various behaviors and strategies between mothers and children that.charac-
,,

terize a particular faith 's environment are being described and analyzed.

Some of this research has focused on parent-child interactions within

1.

the Black fimily. The research of Bern'stein (1970) on differences in parent-

1 language, 'of Klaus'a:nd Gray (1968) on reinforcement patterns of parents,

of Hess and Shipman (1965) on pirental teaching styles, and of Other

(Pavenstedt, 1965; Radin, 1965; Kamii and Radin, 1967; Brophy, 960) found

Black lower-class mothers to differ from middle-class mothers in the behavior
Ni

al variables being observed.

Although studies continue to correlate various social class background

(fimily status) variables, such as father absence, mother's education, or

family income with academic achievement (Halpern, 1969; Birns and Golden, 1972;

moors, 1972; Gordon, 1972; Solomon dt al, 1972) .more inte.esting recent

research on Black familiis following the work of Hess and Shipman (195)

and.others, has investigated- family.process variables, such as mother's .

style of teaching or child's strategies, and their correlations
t)t)
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with 'academic achievement (Holzman, 1974; Sambunsky, 1973; Lindberg, 1973;

Clarke-Stewart, 1973; BuSse and Busse, 1972; Shipman, 1973; Scott and

1972)'.
7

In a study (Scott andoSmith,1972) which investigated both family

status variables and family process variables as obtained frOm anecedotal
/

records of Home Start visits, the family process variables (but not the

family status variables. of T: Q. or education of the mother) were found

to correlate with the cognitive development of the low-incame children.

4Sir-i1 nyistudies have helped to illuminate hbw mother-child interactions

.

differ eliang: Black families. \For example, Brophy (1970) found that the

middle-clais;Bladk mothers in his sample when teaching their four-year-

olds a new task would spend tine orientating the child as to, the nature

of the task by focusing the child's attention no the salient features or

by providing pre-response instructions. nuly'of the other mothers, who

were workingl-class or lower-class mothers, tended to provide a quick demon-

stration for the child to show him/her what to do, and then settled into

a pattern of allowing the child to respond first and teaching indirectly

through "corrective feedback". The former techniquewas viewed as more

effective for socialization purposes since it was used by mothers whose.

children were higher acade: achievers.

This naturaXstic observation research which eximines relationships

between parental behavior and the academic achievement of their children

is beginning to provide data concerning specific behavior patterns which

seem to be consistently associated with academic achievement in Black

.Some of the qualities which seem to be associated with achieve-

ment in ?lack children, as reported by the studies reviewed here are

as fol lows :

r



-50-

O Mother is more directive concerning the chills Academic behavior

(Slaughter, 1970; Brophy, 1970).

O Mother is more restrictive as to friends and toys and More concerned

about the child's immediate envirohaental experiences (Slaughter, 1970),

O Mother is controlling of ch4d's behavior in a generally positive

(as opposed to negative and punitive) way (Wyatt, 1973; Shipman,

1973; Brophy, 1970 ;. Clarke -Stewart, 1973).

O Father/mother encourages verbal interaction (Busse and Busse' 1972;

Swan and Stavros, 1973; Shipman, 1973; Brophy, 1970;, Clarke -Stewart,

1973).

O Father/mother encourages autonomy (Busse and Busse, 1972;.SWtn and

Sta4ros, 1973).

O Mother is employed full time (Woods, 1972).

Mother is warm (Shipman, 1973; Clarke-Stewart, 1973).0

Mother is optimistic about future (Shipman., 1973; Swan and, Stavros, 1973).

O Mother's feelings of safety, competence, and less stressful life

are apparent (Shipman, 1973; Swan and Stpros, 1973; Tiyatt, 1973)..

O Mothei:. is involved in community (Shipnan,'1973).

O Mother is stimulating and responsive (ClarkeStewart 1973) .

The most striking feature in the above list is that most of these studies

report mother-child relationships exclusively. This overlooks, not only

the influence of the father in the Black family, which has been shown

be significant (Busse and Busse, 1972), but also the influence of grand-

parents, siblings, and for the older child, the peer group, which also

may affect the Child's cognitive abilities (Shipman, 1973).

The childrearing practices of Black parents appear to be retAted to

the academic achievement of Black children, but the factors associated with

academic achievement in the low-income Black family are not necessarily the '

same as in other families. As Shipman (1973) observed, low-income Black

families are not an homozeneo.,:s group and "the level of stimulation and

support offered" in the home covers a "much greater range than miRht be

expected (p. 96).

5 5
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Parents are responsive to the total environmental forces. Xothers I

behavior may depend on such factors as how optimistic mothers feel about

chances of improving their lives (the more optimistic, the more pressure

for achievement on the part of their children, and the better the perform-

ance of the child). How safe the mother feels her community to be and her

attitude toward involvement in community affairs were found to be reflected

in the mother-child interaction pattern (Ship an, 1973). These amore all

related to academic achievement; as we'have seen.

Other parental behkviors, however, were found not to correlate with

academic achievement. The question that is not addressed in this body of

research concerns the functions of the more restrictive, less responsive,

more punitive behavior of some Black lower-class mothers. Although these

behaviors correlated negatively with childrerOs dogaitive development (as

determined by their performance on tests that have been stand_ dized on

children of the dominant culture) these behaviors could also be 'interpreted

as purposeful and may have positive effects in other, non --academic areas.

For example, Baumrind (1972) in.a study of-Black and white parents mention-

ed absafe (p. 23) found that Black families, which would ordinarily to

viewed as authoritarian according to white norms,-produced the most self-

assertive and independent girls - 'Quite unlike girls in authoritarian white

families. Similarly, children in Black families Where the mothers were employ-

ed full-time have been found to have the best school and social adjustment

and to be the most self-reliant (Woods, 1972).

if childrearing practices of Black parents are related to the academic

achievement of Black thildren, it is important to know what specific

crletices effectively stimulate children toward high academic achievement:

Kow.3ver, all parental bchaviors need not be devoted toward developing high

.cadcmic achievenenc. if families believe that other attributes are alsa
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..,;.1

important. Ile do not know which com oAbinati3Offadtors will best assure
\

,
'....

future success for the Black ghetto child. It hai.,not beef demonstrated
\ ,
, 4

that academic achievement is a certain road to success for any child.

(Sane and Jencks, 1972)'.

Assumption 6: Self-conceot of Black children is dependent upon parental

stability. and economic status.

Studies of self-concept have long been -an important part of modern

psychological and sociological research,, and in recent years an impress-

ive number of studies have been concerned With the self-concept of Black

people. The question is asked "How can Black parents rear their children

to have a positive self-concept or high.self7pdieem?" The assumptions

underlying this question is thA the Black low-income family, whether living'

in a segregated urban slum or an integrated suburban community, must"

transmit negative images to its children (since institutional racism

posits Blacks as inferior). Rosenberg and Simmons (1971) observed that

"one assumption generally accepted virtually as an article of faith in

the popular and scientific literature is that blacks are more likely to

have lower s elf - esteem than are whites" (p. I). The fact is, however, as

Rosenberg and Simmons (1971) pointed out, after summarizing the research

of the sixties on the self-e&teem Of Blacks-and whites, the research

literature does not support the general conclusion that the self-esteem

of Blacks is lower than the 50SEist.=ea of whites.

The real question, then, is how do Black parents rear their children

to have a positive self - concept? We are interested ,in learning how the

family influences the self-estCem of children and how children respond

to various environmental influences. Particularly, we would like to know

how (or lf) parental stability (father absence) and economic status

f"Fu



(poverty) - when these situations exist in, a family - affect a child's

self-concept. Unfortunately, however, most studies of the self-concept

of children do-not provide this information.

Of the 21 studies described in Table:II, only two involved paients

(mothers) and only one (hiller, T., 1972) assessed a relationship between

parent and child. Ex:et studies.rePort what children are like, what they

say, how they feel, and how children compare with each other. The parent- -

child interaction is rarely determined. ,moreover, these studies, although

interesting, can not be legltimately campared, since the foci, measuring

instruments, populations studied, and research designs vary considerably.

Tentative observation6 can be made, Ipwever, concerning the issues of

family stability and economic status.

Low self-concept is not consistently associated with either'poverty .

or family instability. On the contrary., in almost every study, lower-

income children tended, to have higher self =- concepts than Itheirhigher-

income peers. In addition,Rosenberg and Simmons (1971) repoited from

their study that "membership in a separated or never - married'' family appears

to do virtually no damage to the self-esteem" (p. 77). When Black,children

and white children were compared .(as in 12 of the studies), white children

(even when middle-class and suburban) were generally found to 'have lower

self-concepts than ,Black children. 'The most important exception to this

is the Porter (19/1) study which found white children higher in self-esteem

than Black children) These findings, though limited, are fairly consistent

in indicating that the important influences in a Black child's life tend'

to be the family-child interactions. (family processes), rather than family

background characteristics (family status), such as parental stability

or econ=ic status, as suggested in this hypothesis.
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Discussion and SUriarv-
.

In this paper I have discussed recent research on parent-child rela-

\ /.
tionships in Black families, organized, around a: framework of six general

assumptions that seem to be explicitly involved when hypothesos are made

concerning socialization patterns within the Black family. These assumptions

were not intended to be mutually exclusive; they are, in fact, interrelated

and merely provide a series of foci on one aspect, one perspective of complex.,

interacting, everchanging Black femilies.

It is important to understand the forcea involved as Black children

grow up in their complex world, as we must understand the development of

all children. Social scientists, whether involved in the production of

research on the child and family or whether they are concerned with the

formulation of goveimment policy and programs designed to improve child

and family life need and want to know the process as well as the effects

of subcultural socialization, so that, as Hoffman (1974 ) has written,

"predictions and action implications are meaningful in the face of a

changing society" (p. 225).

The literature that has been reviewed here hds touched on various

aspects of the influences in the Black child's development: the child,

the family, the subculture, and the larger society in which Black children

live. It supports, it seems to me, a theory which Conceives the child

as active in his/her own socialization process. This theory, as discussed

in the introduction. (see 1)111) accounts for parental mediation of family-

subcultural-societal influences, on the one hand, and the child and his

behavioral responses on the other, which in turn helpto determine parental

childrearing behaviors and attitudes.

gcceptance of this child-family-culture-society int,-lction model
!
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clearly indicates the kind of psychological/sociological research that 'can

be relevant to Black families. Basic recognition and understanding thd
,

complexity of the research problem when studying Black poor families can.

be. seen in the increasing use of the ecological research model involving

naturalistic a4lervational techniques to investigate family behavior within

its norme)..everyd'ay environment. Two examples of well-conceived research

in two different areas will be described here in order to illustrate more

promising research directions. The selection of these two research studies

does not indicate that these particular investigations are without method-

ological weaknesses or that they are the.best studies in their fields.

They Ore, however., interesting, innovative, careful in detail, and seem
9

motivated to find out rather than to support or defend some unarticulated

beliefs.

The Schoggen and Schoggen (1971) study, entitled '1Envirohmentn1

Forces in the Home Lives of Three-:Year-Old Children in Three Population

Subgroups ", was designed to obtain data concerning the actual life ex-

periences of three-year-olds. Active enviramnental inputs were recorded,

relationships explored, and the data were compared with popular assumptions

concerning the social environment of low-income children"and with findings

from reldVant childrearing research literature.

The akitrolled sample of 24 children, twelve females and twelve, males,

was as follows: eight were from low-income, low education, rural homes;

eight were from low-income, low education, urban hones, and eight were rom

middle-income, high education, urban homes. The two urban groups had an

equal number of Black and white children,

All cf the low-income children were -below the Head Start maximum

incoae allowance and all of the .middle-income children's fathers had completed

and'held high status positions. In addition, 1=st of the children

6.3
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were matched across groups as to family size and ordinal position. "All

of the families, except one, were
to-parent familieg, but the report does

not indicate whether or not any of the mothers were in the labor force..

All. observations in this study were conducted in the family's home

at times when the'mother would be expected to be present. However, observers

would visit at different times of the day in order to obtain a sampling

of the chilCs.various activities, - including family meal time, Observers,

moreover, mereicareful to make several adaptation visits before beginning

the actual recording of the observation in a family, Both Black and white

observers were used, with Black observers visiting the low - income Black

homes and white observers visiting the low- income white homes. In the

middle-income families, both Black and white observers were used in both

racial situations. At least eight observational protocols mere-obtained .

for each family.

ObServers, all female, were trained and checked for observer reli4*

ability. They :made verbal recordings, using a,shielded microphone and a'

snail battery-powered tape recorder. In addition, logs were kept: In all,

198 spectnen records were developed, covering 5,477 minutes of observations 11

representing a mountain of material. Coding techniques were developed for

analyiing the data, utilizing a basic unit termed the Environmental Force

o

Unit, or EFL, This '?S' defined as "any action by a social agent in the

child's environment which A) occurs.vig--vis the child, (2) is directed

toward an end-state or g04. specified or implied for the child, and (3) is

recognized as such by the child" (p. 12).

-

Inter-observer coding reliability was established and each of the

- 8,899 interacts or EFUls wbre coded according to a set of descriptive

viriables especially devised for handling these data.. Using several

computer programs, these data were analyzed.

One purpJse of this study was to create library of specimen docu- .

4
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mentary records which would then be available for other researchers,

particularly for pilot studies, An entire set of records was filed at

the University of Kansas Midwest Field Station. Finally, the study report-

ed its results as they applied tb hypotheseS derived from popular assump-

tions ,bout "culturally deprived" children and in terms of theories in

the childrearing research literature.

Interestingly, some of the findings of, this research did not necessar-

ily suppoit popular suggestions about children froi low - income' homes. The

authors wrote

"Evidence from this analysis failed to. support the suggestion of

Gray, et al, that children in low-income homes receive less incut

froze the environment. However, other suggestions of Gray, et

were supported by data in the present analysis. The' children in

the lcw- income homes did receive less verbal input, more inhibit-

ing behavior and less input directed toward specific behavior of

'the subject" (p. 82).

The results also differed,somewhat from theoretical conCeptualiza-

tions. Thew.a..nath-hostility dimension in parent-child interac4on and

the aggressive. acts category were seen to be less meaningful since the

majority of Ohild-parent, actions were neutral and few aggression's toward

mother were observed.

This study was re:corted here in detail, not so much for the findings

concerning three-year-olds, although they are informative, but because of

(1) the good methodology and careful controls, (2) testing of assumptions

and of theo'retical constructs, and (3) the availability and usefulness o

the data.

The second study to be reported here, Delores Mack's 1970 investigatio.

of The Husband-Wife Power Relationship in Black Families and White Families'

is offered as an example of a Black/white comparative study that is better

designed than most. Eighty married couples were placed into four matched

Froups: Slack middle-class, white middle-class, Black working-class, and

G5 IT
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white working-class. Social class was determined from education and

occupation, omitting the usual income criteria in recognition of the fact

that white families with opaparable education usually-have a higher income.

Each couple was given five different experimental tasks. Two were

descriptive tasks, three were interactional tasks. Each husband and

wife pair discussed two questions, one involved politics (a male-oriented

topic), the other involved childrearing (a female-oriented-topic). Mack

reported that most of the couples, when discussing these. questions, divided

the talking equally, according to his/her area of cortpetenw.7

In the interactional task, the couples first responded individually

to a questionnaire concerning his/her perception of their usual decision-

making. Then they responded jointly to the questionnaire and were observed

as .they reconciled any differences of opinion. The final task involved

bargaining in a hypothetical market situation. Mack reported that the

four groups were similar in their decision-making, with the wife being

slightly more powerful in most couples. However,' the sources of power

in the husband-wife relationships were seen to differ between :.he Black

and white couples.

In this research the varied activities in the experimental situation

provided some opportunity for the power relationship between husbands

and wives to be assessed under differing circumstances. In addition, the

structural task situation provided a consistent format in which to assess

behaviors.

Although the design provided no opportunity to determine if behavior

seen in the test situation was consistent with behavior under normal

circumstances and although there 4as no control for age of spouses, for

age differentiale between sp6uses, for ordinal position in family of

orientation, or for other varilbles (besides class and rate) which might

GC;
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I

be important, this study nevertheless moves .1yond the assessAent of family
e

status variables to begin to examine family process variables.

The hack study and the research of the Schoggens share a common focus.

Both investigate family interaction and attempt to observe, and interpret

the behaviors and strategies of Slack families within the framework in

which they occur. This kind of non-pejorative perspective is necessary

if we are to understand the dynamics of Black families, living in a

subculture within a larger cul-6.1re.

From research to program,

. .

Acceptance of a child-family-culture-society interaction research

model, however, can lead to questioning of the assumptions upon which

sole. of the newer approaches to early childhood education (such as, Pb.rent

and Child Centers; Ho me Start) are based, These Federally funded educa-

tidnal programs are designed to "upgrade" the competencies of all the poor,

especially the Biack poor. Minority parents a're encouraged to participate

in socialization practices imposed on the by outsiders, albeit benignly

Gordon, 1969; Karnes, 1968; ,Lei.-enstein; 1969). The concern here is

not so much with the process as mith the value judgments of those making

the decision as to which behaviors are _desirable for children (and their

Parents) and which are not.

Well-meaning parent-training programs, while perhaps appropriate for'

persons operating within their own culture, represent a new mOdel of

culture transmisSion. Procedures are developed for altering behaviors

of peanle who have little or no part in, detenaining the diretion or goals

for their own children as presumed by these programs. The policy inter-
.

vention model bypasses the constraints and inputs of important natural



intervening buffers between society and child, that is, the influences of

the subculture and the family. The policy intervention model is represent-

ed as follows:

Policy intervention Model

Society

[ Subculture].

Family I

N \I-,

Parent, I

4.v

child

The philosophies and values of social science'of the larger society

can be seen in -this model as operating directly on the parent and child.

There are tutu points of concern: fir'st, behaviors of Black parents and

children ,s:e being changed in -ways over which they have no control;

second, program architects and administrators who are making decisions

about behavior change are often outside the Black or minority subculture

and are therefore unrespo=ive to the subtle checks and balances within

db.

the s ubculture. If social scientists are unaware of their own preconcep-

tions, their on cultural Values for the subculture and the implications

of the changes they advocate in Black or other minority fa :Lies, these

"experts" : may suggest behavior changes guided by the norms and standards

of the 1-enitemthle-elass American society.

There is evidence that well-intentioned teachers impose their values

in !tyz which may be subtly inappropriate from the perspective of the

Black family. Rosenthal (1968) found, for example, that a teacher may not

68
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like it when the behavior of a child does not conform to the teacher's

expectations. When a child who has been classified as slow begins to

erfor i capably, a teacher may reject this unexpected competency.

Similarly, acceptable behavior of a Black child may be defined differen-

tially, depending on the value system of the adult. In a study which

investigated the views Black and white teachers had of their Black stu-

dents who were from lower-class families, the behaviors that the Black

teachers described as "fun-loving, happy, cooperative, energetic, and

ambitious" (in that order), the white teachers saw as "talkative, lazy,

fun-loving, high strung, and rebellious." As Bardo et al (1974)

commented, "while,this list of adjectives does not describe specific

behaviors, it does seem cleat that if behaviors were selected to

be changed, the white and Black teachers would seek to change different

behaviors" (p. 22).

Who should determine which behaviors of children are preferred and

which should be altered? The traditional controls on behavior within a

society, the checks and balances operating as rewards or survival vs.

punishment or elimination, normally controlled by the culture; and main-

tained by the family, are now, as shown in the policy intervention model,

incorporating new, external influences that are not accountable directly

to the cultural system and need not, in fact, be monitored by the subcultural

system. Thus, the mediating influence of parent and of child may be unduly'

altered.

If the model presented here is a tenable one, then this may be "an

uniesirable, certainly a questionable, procedure. As a devalued group

in Americln society whose highly visible identity has prevented the

possibility of of physical or cultural assimilation over tire, Black Americans

have developoa patterns of coping that are specific to the-reality of their

G9
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situation, ethnic identity, and survival (I-i. Gordon, 1972). These patterns

of behavior, ray not conform to middle-Flass.expectations, but are in

Hannerzls (1969) term, "ghetto-specific" and have adaptive and survival

value.

Social scientists involitd in policy making or research can not, then,

use a model which bypasses parent and family. The social values of be-

haviOral scientists advocating change in the soci4izationof minority

children may easily encompass social values and gOals somewhat different

from those of the targetigroup.

That this by-pass of the influence of parents and family can and does

happen is illustrated in a recent study (Ross, 1973) which assessed the

influence of expert and social peer on the behavior of low income Black

mothers. In a carefully controlled situation, these mothers were found

to respond (that is, ita.ke the advice of) more to the white exprt in his

area of expertise than to the Black non-expert social peer.

If the Black subculture and Black family influences are bypassed in

4;

the process of deter pining or changing behavioral interactions between

parent and child, thkn the Black underclass (the Black poor) is vulnerable

to exploitation by the dominant society. To institute change involves,

not only a knowledge of how children grow and develop, an understanding

of theories of childhodd social and cognitive development, but also

knowledge of the culture,- its ideals, values, preferences, and survival

strategies in the face of the real constraints a host culture places upon

an institutionally devalued sub-culture.

t
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